This is a qualitative study, based on Heidegger's existential phenomenology, with the purpose of revealing the meaning of death / dying for freshmen students of the nursing program. The study was developed in a public university in the northwest of Paraná, Brazil, between August and October 2010, and 33 entering students from a Nursing program were interviewed. The following existential themes emerged from the phenomenological analysis: "Understanding death as a difficult process to be understood"; "Understanding death as a natural process"; and "Perceiving death as a passage to another life". The present study allowed to understand that knowledge and death are entangled in the temporality and the historicity of every being, which requires a scientific, ethical and philosophical understanding of the death / dying phenomenon so that the scholar may prepare for the humanized care of the patient and his/her family. 
INTRODUCTION
Death constitutes one of the most confusing, feared and ignored subjects by society. This natural process, which complements life but is still believed to be the opposite by many people, is one of the few concrete realities for all human beings (1) (2) . The idea cultivated by human beings regarding death follows them throughout their entire existence. Moreover, efforts to face it naturally contribute to developing beliefs that will only deny an undeniable fact, leading them to transpose the chronological time, that is, the time that determines the end of life (3) , and to envision other possibilities for its continuity, often led by spirituality.
Death is more constantly present among health professionals than among other people, but they are not prepared to face it either. It is necessary to learn to understand it, accept it and dissociate from the perspective of failure that this phenomenon may generate. In this context, nurses are more exposed, as they deal more directly and spend more time with patients, but that does not mean they are prepared (1, 4) . Nursing undergraduate students also experience death, as they deal with disease, pain and death on a daily basis. These daily experiences may trigger hidden feelings of impotence in face of the unsolvable (5) . In the light of this, studying death since college is something that may help students work with its constant presence, so as to reduce the stress and anxiety of discussing this subjects and dealing with suffering on a daily basis (6) . Some authors state that the discussion regarding the feeling of fear and insecurity, in some occasions, represents a gap in undergraduate education, which may harm professional education in terms of their preparation for the rough work routine in hospitals, where they constantly deal with the suffering of others. In these situations, the inappropriately prepared nurse does not assume a therapeutic attitude, and it is hard to find professionals who are able to talk to the family and the dying patient in the hospitals, assisting them in their psychological needs in the moments that precede death (7) (8) . Other authors express it is vital to introduce, during academic education, a critical-reflexive view towards the death/dying process, so that these future professionals are able to accept death naturally, with less suffering or the sensation of personal and professional failure (2) .
Thus, this content must be inserted in the beginning of the undergraduate program, either in the form of theoretical contents or extension projects, since students must be prepared to assist patients and families who experience the end of life. In this context, this study aimed to reveal the meaning of the death/dying process for freshmen nursing students.
METHODOLOGY
This qualitative study is philosophically grounded on the Heideggerian existential phenomenology. In Heidegger's reflections, to comprehend man in his facticity means to decipher the way he reveals facts in his speech, thus unfolding a phenomenon that irradiates from his own self. For the German philosopher, the core of the phenomenological thought is to understand human beings in their existentiality, or in other words, in their facticity (9) . The participants in the research were all firstyear nursing students (freshmen) from a public university in the State of Paraná, Brazil, in 2010, amounting 33 students. Freshmen were chosen so that their personal conceptions, even prior to experiencing death situations in their academic and/ or professional trajectories, could be acknowledged.
Regarding the amount of words established by the journal, this present article brings statements uttered by 16 participants out of the 33 interviewees. The choice of the descriptions was a random process, as the objective of the research was not to unveil definitions only, but also the meaning of an existential essence of each academic student's experience.
Interviews were individually performed in a private office at the institution, counting on the use of a digital recorder, from August to October 2010. Interviewees were asked the following question: "What does the death/dying process mean to you?" In order to ensure anonymity, students were identified by the letter S followed by the number of the order in which they were interviewed.
Aiming to capture a comprehensive conception of the participants' statements and their languages, their selection took into account the individual analysis of each participant's respective speeches. Therefore, each statement was carefully skimmed in first place and excerpts or meaning units were highlighted as fundamental structures of existence. Next, the meaning units of each statement were assessed, and a phenomenological selection of the language of each participant was developed, as a meaning unit is generally composed of feelings revealed by interviewees, leading to ontological questioning processes (10) . 
Understanding death as a difficult process to be understood
As the Being-there finds himself cast out in the world and starts experiencing unplanned, yet concrete situations, he opens up to the world and expresses himself through affection, disposition, comprehension and language. In the Heideggerian analytics, man's ways of unveiling himself to the world are called existential structures. The disposition, understood as the mood or the affective tone, does not represent a mere psychological phenomenon that provides things and people with colors, but a constitutive definition of our being. "The mood reveals 'how one is and what he becomes'. And it is in this 'how one is' that the tuning of the mood leads the being to its 'pre'." (9) . In this thought, the Being-toward-the-end is not primarily originated in an event that sometimes takes place in man's life; it essentially stems from the factus that he has been cast out, an incident shown in the mood framework in several different ways.
Bearing that in mind, statements displayed a difficulty to grasp and accept the suffering caused by the obscure sense brought by death to each individual. This sense is quite a painful process. Each student describes his perception about death by showing diverse ways of understanding and coping with it. S6 reveals that death can only be comprehended by those who experience it. This may be the reason for human beings to struggle with finitude, which points out the enormous subjectivity in the real meaning of death in their lives. The human existence can become a matter of questioning, especially when the Being-there experiences facticities in his daily life that he is not able to immediately cope with, thus generating feelings of fear and suffering. In this moment, the human being seals himself in, unable to comprehend his own existential condition and denying himself the unveiled truth surrounding him, that is, the fact that he is a finite being.
I believe that speaking of death is as complex as thinking
A study carried out with Nursing students pointed out the need of promoting a reflection about the presence of negative feelings, as their recognition becomes an indispensable process toward rendering quality services. This is the moment when the student starts establishing the first connections with situations of loss. It is a compulsory need, therefore, to cope with their emotional aspects in this process, so that they find out strategies to deal with their own pain and the affliction of their patients (11) . The conception of being finite awakens in the student a feeling of injustice concerning those who fight for a lifetime and receive death as a reward, thus provoking anguish and indignation. Such perception is manifested by a type of existential emptiness, bringing an end to the sense of continuity and generating frustration. People focus their attention only in the facticities of death and the transience of life. They forget to enjoy the events of their past, their achieved projects, joys, their creative acts, as well as all the sufferings they bravely coped with (12) . Although the vast majority of people admit that death is part of the human existence, some statements express a feeling of denial. It can be realized that those feelings of fear expressed by the students unveil their concern at assimilating death. People fear and fight against this natural event named death by valuing youth, health and immortality, sometimes hiding and some other times denying such inescapable reality (13) . Another study also pointed out a reaction of denial on the part of nurses, which may interfere in the way they care of dying patients and their families (7) . In his initial everydayness, the Being-there often veils to himself his condition of Being-towarddeath, thus fleeing the only absolute certainty about his existence. However, it is by existing that the Being-in-the-world actually dies, although most of the times he does this in a decadent way. "This decadent Being-together-with announces the attempt to escape strangeness; in other words, a more appropriate Being-toward-death" (10) . This thought enlivens a reflection about A18's words, who said that whenever one finds out his finite being he/she will dive into a state of decadence, experiencing an immersion in daily trivialities and neglecting his/ her true existential condition, that is, that of being a Being-toward-death.
Understanding death as a natural process
The explanation of the Being-toward-death in the human being's everydayness is seen in the world's publicity. It is in the public arena of life that the Being-toward-death envisions death as an announced, yet distant fact, always as a natural process. Death meets men as a daily occurrence known within the world (10) . Literature highlights that as students and Nursing professionals live death situations, they experience feelings of inefficacy and impotence (1, 2, 4, 12, 14) . However, the present study reveals that some students face the phenomenon as being a proper or natural fact of human beings.
To me it means the aging process, a natural process, or the development of a disease. (A1) Death may take place either by the natural aging process of the living beings or by a sudden event, such as an accident, a disease, among other factors. (A17)
The statements show that some students understand death as a concrete incident, taking into account the aging process, a disease or an accident as possibilities in man's daily life. Such vision may be related to the fact that death and the feelings stirred by it are so far away from their realities that the students are led to face them objectively. Nevertheless, such thought may favor them in better coping with finitude whenever they are challenged by the most diverse death situations inherent to their future professional activity.
Another aspect in this context is that the meaning of death may be related to a natural process, hence being comprehended as a consequence of life whenever the care involves aged patients or patients presenting chronic diseases, to whom the professionals do not yet have an affective bond. On the other hand, when it comes to dear ones, the idea of finitude as a natural process gives place to a painful loss. Thus, to cope with the human being's finitude dos not only entangle the technical aspects of death, but also affective/emotional ones (14) . It can be observed that although death is understood as an acceptable event, something that will happen to everyone and that should be assimilated, students recognize the suffering caused by the loss of a dear one, showing that death is not easily absorbed, as reason and emotion confront each other in the search for an understanding of the meaning of death. "Death is revealed as a loss, a loss felt by those who stay; yet, only the physical loss is felt, as the existential loss can only be experienced by the dying one" (9) . Notwithstanding, some students understand death as inescapability to the being, something that will be experienced by all of us, with no exception. One has to let go of the prejudices surrounding this existential structure in order to get rid of the fears and sufferings unleashed by death.
It means that all of us will undergo such process. Death is unavoidable; all of us are going to die one day. We do not need to get scared; this is a natural step in anyone's life. (A25) I think that we should not suffer that much, as this is just another stage [...] When it is time for us to die, even when everything that could be done was done, it won't change anything [...]. (A28)
Death can be characterized as the end of the human condition and the interruption of vital, social and psychic functions of the being, an essential datum in the human existence. Death is exactly this end without another beginning, this definite closure. It is the human possibility that ceases all others (15) .
Death is the absence of vital signs, when the person ends a life stage. Many religions believe that life goes on after death. For me, it is the end of a phase of living, dreaming and achieving anything. (A11) The end of social relationships, as well as biological and psychological functions. (A7)
The statements presented here show that the being tends to rationally deal with the terminality of life, an attempt to live with this certainty in a harmonious way. Hence, to conceive death as a natural and inevitable event means to admit that life has a beginning, middle and end.
The end of life brings the termination of a universe of possibilities, desires and dreams, resembling the individual's body that no longer exists, in such a way that no experience whatsoever will be added anymore besides death itself.
In a final analysis, among all things that are given to us, the most real and absolute is death. Such reality consolidates the appropriation of our own existence, causing us to take up our singularity and finally understand that, in the end, we are all Beings-toward-death and that no experience, except our finitude (15) , exists at all, no matter how intrinsic or constitutive they might be.
Addressing death as a passage to another life
Religiosity is considered by several authors as a relevant ally in the process of accepting and coping with death, as it comforts us, gives us hope and helps us overcome such hard moment. Religion not only offers comfort in times of suffering, but, at least in some creeds, it offers a promise of life after death and of meeting the lost family (16) . When questioned about the meaning of death, some students said that death is a phase of life that leads to "another level", that is, a moment of a passage to something better, from a finite to an eternal life. It can be observed that this vision, based on religious beliefs, influences the way these subjects accept death: Religious and spiritual beliefs offer possibilities of meaning and answer to the existential questions triggered by the dying possibility (16) . It can be noticed that for the students who believe in the conception of the beginning of a new existence, death sounds like a positive fact. In this way, it can be observed that the fact of believing that such phenomenon is not an end causes human beings to keep the flame of hope that one day they will meet their loved ones again, something that gives them strength to bear the hardships caused by death and supply their emotional needs of having an expectation toward the future, as posed by A27:
When the person is known and loved it hurts a lot to know that the connection in this life is over. I believe in salvation and eternal life, and this makes the loss less painful, as I know that I will possibly see that person again. (A27)
This approach of death as a passage to another life has been corroborated by the results achieved by a study carried out with Nursing professionals, which pointed out that students tend to associate death to the meaning of transcendence, that is, they tend to see it as a passage and not an end (6) . Another significant phenomenon observed in the statements refers to the fact that the students quoted death as a loss of bodily functions, but not a loss of the functions of the soul:
A process which all of us will undergo one day, when our body will lose its biological functions and our souls will head to another dimension. It is clearly seen that, in the perception of the students, life is composed of an immortal soul that owns a mortal physical body. Such belief is reinforced by the vast majority of religions and spiritualist schools that believe in the concept of the immortality and indestructibility of the soul (17) . Nonetheless, some authors believe that the romantism produced by the religions is nothing more than a desperate way of neglecting man's own finitude, due to the difficulty he has to cope with his own fears of death and actually working like defenses against pain. Man suffers because he starts to realize his finitude, in spite of knowing that death is an inherent part of the human condition. The existence of a whole social framework of denying death is quite a common practice (18) . In the perspective of the subjectivity of the meaning of death, it is possible to comprehend it as a passage or beginning of a new life, which can be understood as a positive fact, as many individuals find in faith and religion subsidies to make death more acceptable and understandable. However, others comprehend death as a negative fact; specialized literature on this issue reveals that denying death is one of the ways men come up with in order not to contact painful experiences, thus leading him to a world of fantasy where the illusion of immortality lies (19) .
CONCLUSIONS
The conceptions of the students allow for a reflection on their immaturity at entering the nursing course concerning the way they cope with the death/dying process. Such revelation matches the findings of the studies presented in this article, which highlight how important it is to address this issue in the beginning of the undergraduate course, as students need to be prepared to experience the death/dying process of future clients.
For the students in this present study, although death is considered as a natural fact of life, it brings along the painful experience of separating people from their loved ones. That is why many of them refuse to accept it and approach it as being a mystery that can only be unveiled by death itself.
This present study also showed that knowledge and death are bound in the temporal world and in the historicity of each being, making the scientific, philosophical and ethical understanding an essential step toward comprehending the death/ dying phenomenon and urging the student to get ready for the humanized care of the patient and his family. In this way, healthcare professionals are able to provide a whole and high quality care in finitude situations, having in mind the biopsychosocial and spiritual needs of those human beings and effectively acting in the care process.
It is the right moment to point to some limitations of the study, stemming from the fact of its contextualization in the time and space of the experiences of the participants, which may not leave any room to generalizations. However, it is believed that it can be used in similar environments and contribute toward the deepening of the knowledge and reflection regarding this issue.
